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Introduction






Cyber Sufis in the Digital Age


In the twenty-first century, global religions survive and even thrive within the digital ecosystem of the World Wide Web. As a study of digital religion in practice, this book explores cyberspace as an alternative media platform for tech-savvy Muslims who seek to root (or reboot) their faith within the complex religious topography of the United States of America. The focus of my inquiry is the Sufi tradition. Sufism—‘Islamic mysticism’—is a spiritual path deeply embedded in the long and storied history of Islamic civilization. At its heart is the intense and intimate relationship between a disciple (murid) and a teacher (shaykh). In Sufi pedagogy, inner, intuitive, experiential knowledge (ma‘rifa) is cultivated through routinized and rigorous ritual practices. Both past and present, a panoply of Sufi institutional orders (tariqa, plural turuq) are found in diverse Muslim communities across the planet. Wherever and whenever they traveled, Sufis adapted to new social milieus by adopting local languages and embracing vernacular cultural traditions. Time and again, Sufis also proved adept at utilizing media technologies to amplify their message, to reach new audiences, to answer their critics, and to facilitate social interactions. In this sense, the ongoing transplantation of Sufism onto American soil and across the virtual continuum of the Internet represents a new chapter in an old, ever-evolving story.1


From Morocco to Malaysia, from Bethlehem (Palestine) to Bethlehem (Pennsylvania), Sufis have gone global and viral in the new millennium. Today, Sufi teachings, poetry, music, and ritual performances are available to a worldwide audience via an astounding array of digital media. With a click of a button, cybernauts can access translations of the ecstatic Persian love poetry of the renowned thirteenth-century Sufi luminary, Jalal ad-Din Rumi; experience the raw emotion and vocal mastery of the female Pakistani Sufi singer, Abida Parveen; view streaming YouTube clips of members of a Tijaniyya tariqa in Senegal immersed in a late-night session of meditative chanting (dhikr); and download the latest video of the American Muslim convert, poet, and hip-hop artist, Baraka Blue, performing his Sufi-inspired song, “Love and Light,” against the backdrop of the medieval city of Fez, Morocco. A more nuanced understanding of Sufi piety in practice, however, requires more than casual web surfing. This study offers a multidimensional exploration of Cyber Sufism, spotlighting a prominent transnational Sufi community based in the United States: the Inayati Order. As the stories in this book demonstrate, today’s Cyber Sufis deploy online multimedia to expand networks, rethink tradition, and refashion identity amid the raucous spiritual marketplace of contemporary American religious life.2


MUSLIM NETWORKS AND THE DIGITAL UTOPIA/DYSTOPIA


From its foundations in seventh-century Arabia to its twenty-first-century global reach, the rise and spread of Islam can be mapped as an intricate web of interdependent networks.3 For fifteen centuries, key nodal points within Islam’s complex civilizational matrix have united Muslims across the globe with an enduring sense of collective identity, shared experience, and social cohesion amid the immense diversity of their lived, localized cultural realities. Among the worldwide community of believers (umma), a constellation of prophets, moral exemplars, and pious heroes—from Adam, Abraham, Jesus, and Muhammad to a host of scholarly and spiritual luminaries—offers a universal blueprint for Muslim subjectivity, ethical practice, and social etiquette (adab). Paradigmatic texts—first and foremost the Qur’an, but also the hadith (the traditions of the Prophet Muhammad), the canons of theology, philosophy, and law, and the teachings of Sufi masters—communicate knowledge, clarify, orient, and inspire. Prominent institutions (family and tribal affiliations, political dynasties, schools of law, Sufi orders) shape the dynamics of Muslim social relations and the contours of Islamic tradition. Ritual performances—daily prayers, Ramadan fasting, and Hajj pilgrimage—transform personal Muslim faith into embodied public practice. And the geographic centers of Islamdom—cities and sacred sites across the planet, connected by commerce and trade, empire and conquest, pilgrimage and scholarship—bind Muslims within a cosmopolitan ecumene that spans a vast spatial, temporal, and cultural landscape. Together, the tentacles of these interlocking, symbiotic networks anchor Muslim memory, identity, and piety, linking the past to the present while shaping the direction of Islam’s global future.


Today, cyberspace constitutes an entirely new and rapidly expanding Muslim network. During the past quarter century, digital technologies have exploded onto the scene. With astonishing speed, virtual spaces have opened up alternative sites for communication, collaboration, commerce, education, entertainment, identity-making, politics, and polemics. At the same time, the massive paradigm shifts of the globalized, hypermediated Internet Age have unsettled and upended established patterns of social life. As Bernie Hogan and Barry Wellman note:


A funny thing happened on the way to the embedding of the internet in everyday life. The nature of everyday life changed for many people, from group-centric to network-centric. Much social organization no longer fits the group model. Work, community, and domesticity have moved from hierarchically arranged, densely knit, bounded groups to social networks. In networked societies boundaries are more permeable, interactions are with diverse others, linkages switch between multiple networks, and hierarchies are flatter and more recursive. The shift to a ubiquitous, personalized, wireless world fosters personal social networks that supply sociability, support, and information, and a sense of belonging. Individuals are becoming switchboards between their unique sets of ties and networks.4


Digital networks have the potential to radically reconfigure the everyday experience of both space and time. With streaming downloads, spontaneous interactions, and the instantaneous exchange of words, images, and sounds, virtual reality transcends the solid, fixed boundaries of territory and temporality. Via web pages, blogs, dating sites, podcasts, wikis, chat rooms, and myriad social networking platforms (Facebook, YouTube, Twitter, Skype, Snapchat, WhatsApp, Telegram) today’s Muslim netizens encounter novel pathways to meet, interact, build communities, and reshape ways of thinking, acting, and being in the world.


With more than ten billion gadgets—from desktops, laptops, and cellphones to cars and refrigerators—now connected to the Web, the ‘Internet of things’ is no longer a science-fiction fantasy. With each passing year, the avalanche of digital information and electronic communication accelerates. Coupled with the integration of cloud-based computing on ever-faster, cheaper, and more accessible mobile devices, the growth curve of online multimedia usage continues to expand exponentially. “Soon everyone on Earth will be connected,” proclaim Jared Cohen and Eric Schmidt—the former executive chairman of Google and its parent company, Alphabet—in their best-selling book, The New Digital Age: Transforming Nations, Businesses, and Our Lives.5 But how soon is “soon” and just how capacious and inclusive is this conception of “our lives”? Amid the drumbeat of such triumphalist and utopian predictions for humanity’s digital future, the promise of seamless, universal global connectivity remains a distant dream. In the end, the fundamental materiality of technology means that cyberspace always and everywhere remains embedded in (and limited by) the particularities of local contexts.


In the early decades of the twenty-first century, a deep and pervasive ‘digital divide’ persists, with a stark bifurcation between the world’s technological ‘haves’ and ‘have nots.’ Profound structural inequalities continue to segregate Web usage along the fault lines of class, race, gender, literacy, and geography. According to a 2013 McKinsey & Company report, the global population with Internet access grew to just over 2.7 billion at the dawn of the twenty-first century, with 1.8 billion joining the ranks just since 2004. “This growth has been fueled by five trends,” the report asserts, “the expansion of mobile network coverage and increasing mobile Internet adoption, urbanization, shrinking device and data plan prices, a growing middle class, and the increasing utility of the Internet.”6 Yet even with this expansive and explosive development, approximately 4.4 billion people across the planet today remain offline. Of that staggering majority, 3.4 billion live in just twenty countries, most of them in the global south and many in Muslim-majority countries. Of those 3.4 billion human beings, 920 million are functionally illiterate. The 2013 McKinsey report predicted that an additional 500 to 900 million people would join the online population by the end of 2016. If that forecast was accurate, those potential gains would still leave up to 4.2 billion people on the sidelines. As these sobering metrics confirm, the digital revolution remains a vague and distant abstraction for much of humanity. Even in the United States, where per capita wealth equates with widespread Internet access, the digital pie remains unevenly divided. As Bruce Lawrence cautions, “The euphoria of Cyberspace may translate seamlessly into the lives of over-class Anglo-Americans, but it translates less evenly into the professional and personal future of immigrant Americans. Especially those who fall at the lower end of the socioeconomic scale of late capitalist global economy may never achieve the Cyberfantasy . . . of ‘techgnosis.’”7


Once online, cyber surfers enter a virtual Wild West that, at first glance, appears to be an open and limitless (if chaotic and often anarchic) space. Even for the privileged minority with easy access to a computer or smartphone, a viable Internet connection, and the requisite cultural capital, however, utopian visions of the World Wide Web do not last long. The sense of unbridled freedom and endless possibility in virtual spaces is ultimately illusory. As a 2016 report from Freedom House documents, Internet freedom around the world has in fact steadily declined in the twenty-first century. More than two thirds of all Internet users today—including most of the world’s Muslims—live in countries where criticism of the government, military, or ruling dynasties is subject to strict censorship.8 And for all people everywhere, there simply is no escape from the long reach of the Internet’s gatekeepers (media conglomerates and service providers, governments, militaries, and intelligence agencies) and the Four Horsemen of the neo-liberal Digital Economy: Amazon, Apple, Facebook, and Google.


Yet despite the barriers and restrictions to the increasingly corporatized, controlled, and surveilled digital landscape, cyberspace still offers fertile ground for imagination and invention, innovation and agency. As recent history attests, digital media have a proven track record of facilitating novel forms of individual empowerment, cultural expression, social organization, and political mobilization. In this sense, cyberspace now constitutes a distinct public sphere—though certainly not in the mode of Jürgen Habermas’s vision of an open, democratic ‘middle space’ mediating between individual citizens and government authorities.9 Unlike the coffee houses, public squares, street cafes, and print media of previous centuries, discourse on the World Wide Web is deterritorialized and diffuse. Moreover, digital communication is often anonymous and by definition not mediated via direct, face-to-face exchanges. If interpersonal interactions remain exclusively virtual, then cyberspace is ultimately a one-way street, a dead-end echo chamber. But we must always remember: the ‘nowhere’ of cyberspace is populated by real people who are embodied in concrete locations and embedded in local communities—and cyber networks can (and frequently do) circle back to the mundane realm of terrestrial life. In everyday practice, online encounters often lead to new offline relationships. People who meet in chat rooms often later meet for coffee. Virtual conversations frequently inspire individuals to attend community events in local neighborhoods. And even cybernauts who never meet their Internet ‘friends’ in the flesh still discover new ideas, attitudes, and desires online that impact their worldviews and alter their life trajectories. When true symbiosis between the digital and analog worlds occurs, the virtual is made real.


In the contemporary ‘Muslim world,’ cyberspace connects Muslims across a vast geographical, social, political, economic, and cultural spectrum.10 Today, prominent religious institutions and authorities—madrasas (schools) and ‘ulama (scholars)—have joined the digital commons. Al-Azhar University, the renowned bastion of Sunni jurisprudence founded in the tenth century in Cairo, Egypt, maintains an elaborate website that is available in multiple languages.11 In similar fashion, from his headquarters in Najaf, Iraq, Grand Ayatollah ‘Ali al-Sistani (b. 1930)—the most influential cleric in Twelver Shi‘ism—communicates with his followers around the world, issuing juridical opinions (fatwas) via his own multidimensional (and multilingual) web page and social media outlets.12 At the same time, cyberspace also amplifies the voices of lay Muslims who speak and act beyond the purview of such traditional networks of authority and power. In recent years, a wide variety of social outsiders, outliers, and marginalized groups have learned to leverage the World Wide Web. For these tech-savvy Muslims, cyberspace has quickly proved to be a great equalizer—demonstrating a unique potential to upend the social status quo like no other form of mass media before it. I argue that the Internet’s unique affordances, along with its underlying messiness, facilitate what Homi Bhabha calls a “contradictory and ambivalent space of enunciation,” opening up new avenues for individual agency, social transformation, and the inversion of offline, ‘real world’ power dynamics.13 The subversive potential of digital media is an outgrowth of its asymmetric power. Armed with the bullhorn of Internet access, the ‘little guys’ can punch above their proverbial weight, reaching vast audiences with a speed, focus, and volume they could never otherwise hope to attain.


Today, Muslims across the globe utilize the World Wide Web to circumvent fixed cultural taboos, traditional centers of religious authority, and entrenched political powers. Examples abound. In the United States, an array of Muslim advocacy organizations deploy digital technologies to promote human rights, gender equality, religious freedom, and racial justice14; create solidarity among African-American Muslims and Sufi women15; and amplify the critiques of media and popular culture by Muslim feminists.16 Women in deeply conservative Muslim countries like Saudi Arabia—where access to public spaces is curtailed and opportunities for social relationships are proscribed—have also discovered a sense of empowerment and a place for social critique and community building via digital media.17 During the tumultuous Arab Spring of 2010–2011, the adroit use of social networking tools such as Facebook, YouTube, and Twitter by political activists like Egyptian Wael Ghonim (b. 1980)—a former Google executive—played a salient (if over-hyped) role in catalyzing the spontaneous waves of popular protests and uprisings that swept across the Middle East and North Africa (Tunisia, Egypt, Libya, Bahrian, Syria, and Yemen).18 As the subsequent brutal crack-downs by many Arab governments demonstrated, however, cyberspace can just as easily be weaponized as an intrusive instrument for state censorship and surveillance, propaganda and persecution, coercion and control.19 And certainly no Muslims have proved more adept at exploiting digital media than militant jihadi groups. For al-Qaeda, the Taliban, Boko Haram, ISIS, and their myriad affiliates and offshoots, sophisticated and highly stylized YouTube videos (including ‘martyr’ testimonials, filmed executions, and live feeds of terrorist attacks), online magazines, websites, and social media campaigns provide an effective and affective platform for advertising and recruitment.20 As all these examples illustrate, cyberspace is deployed, experienced and valorized by twenty-first-century Muslims in diverse ways to radically different ends. Its Janus-faced nature makes it a protean tool for both utopian and dystopian visions—equally effective for liberation and exploitation, for solidarity and division, for dialogue and demagoguery.


SUFI CYBERSCAPES IN THE LANDSCAPE OF LIQUID MODERNITY


In tracing the genesis, evolution, and impact of digital technologies, many scholars mark cyberspace as a key marker—for good or for ill—of contemporary global modernity. Like so many other terms (beauty, art, democracy, pornography), on closer examination ‘modernity’ proves to be a slippery signifier. Despite its common usage, in both theory and practice it remains an elusive and contested term, a problematic construct that is, as Dipesh Chakrabarty notes, “easy to inhabit but difficult to define.”21 This is not to say that scholars have shied away from the subject. Indeed, an ocean of ink has been spilled in a quest to delineate and deconstruct global modernity. Myriad academic studies have explored its genesis and genealogy, its causes and effects, from multiple theoretical and disciplinary perspectives.22 While the sheer volume of this scholarly debate is remarkable, it has too often produced more heat than light.


While a consensus on terminology and definitions has proved elusive, scholars have tended to conceptualize modernity as a totalizing system. It is typically equated with a particular worldview and a discrete set of ideas, institutions, and social practices. These include such key post-Enlightenment concepts as “citizenship, the state, civil society, public sphere, human rights, equality before the law, the individual, distinctions between public and private, the idea of the subject, democracy, popular sovereignty, social justice, scientific rationality” and secularism.23 The one common denominator underlying the normative genealogy of modernity is the looming presence of Europe. Conflating ‘civilization’ with ‘the West,’ the dominant narrative posits a singular process of social, political, and economic transformation. According to this logic, modernity comes prepackaged with a host of universal ‘izations’: Westernization, globalization, democratization, individualization, urbanization, bureaucratization, rationalization, scientific technicalization, and secularization.


With rare exception, the Eurocentric model of modernity has colored, coded, and ultimately distorted scholarly investigations of Islamic civilizational history. Drawing a sharp distinction between the West and the Rest, this dominant paradigm posits a universal teleology that obviates the particularities of local cultures and homogenizes Muslim experience. As Armando Salvatore argues:


In this perspective, the relation between Islam and modernity can only be one of deficiencies (measured by Islam’s alleged insufficient capacity to supersede traditions), dependencies (on Western modernity) and idiosyncrasies (in terms of distorted outcomes of a dependent modernization). Questions such as What Went Wrong? with Islamic civilization vis-à-vis the modern world hegemonized by the West inevitably come up as a result of static and unilateral views of tradition and modernity and their relations.24


In many scholarly and mass media accounts, the Eurocentric meta-narrative of modernity creates a straw man: a monolithic Muslim Other. Faceless and undifferentiated, Muslims are characterized as utterly different: exotic and irrational; pathologically prone towards patriarchy, misogyny, and violence; and mired in a medieval past, always and everywhere unwilling and unable to adapt to changing times. Such old, Orientalist caricatures reject the capacity of individual Muslims to reinterpret their pasts, reshape their own traditions, and remake their own lives. The end result is the erasure of Muslim history, agency, and humanity.


This book attempts to reframe the assumptions, parameters, and language of the debate. Drawing on the legacy of postcolonial scholarship, I reject the logic of historical teleology and the underlying assumption of a one-way street to modernity. I assert instead that in everyday experience modernity has no meta-narrative, no singular function, no universal form. It is neither monolithic nor hegemonic. In tracing the multiple vectors of American Sufi identity, I offer no grand theory to encapsulate modernity as an abstract, disembodied, decontextualized, catch-all concept. Echoing Katherine Ewing, I argue instead that the conglomeration of forces that together constitute the rubric of modernity—its ideas and institutions, its discourses and practices—are in fact encountered, defined, and shaped in myriad ways by individual social agents (real people) in specific historical moments (local places and spaces). “In order to avoid exaggerating its power, it is important to recognize that modernity itself is not a single force but rather the temporary conjunction of practices and ideologies that have diverse sources and divergent trajectories,” Ewing notes. “Current technologies are, of course, taken up into Sufi practice, but they are transformed and encompassed in local circles of meaning. Sufism, itself a diverse phenomenon, thus has a historical trajectory that has been affected but not determined by the composite of forces that we call modernity.”25


In an effort to map the shifting currents of contemporary American Sufism, I seek a more flexible and pliant approach to religious life on the Internet. One way to talk about the multivalent dynamics of twenty-first-century life without falling down the rabbit hole of ossified theoretical abstraction is to adopt a different vocabulary. To this end, the work of Zygmunt Bauman proves especially useful. According to Bauman, contemporary life now constitutes a new and distinct era of world history: the age of “liquid modernity.” In sharp contrast to the “solid” and “heavy” stage of early modern history, he asserts, life in the present stage of late global capitalism is marked by its pervasive speed, volatility, and unpredictability. “Liquid modernity,” Bauman insists, “is the growing conviction that change is the only permanence, and uncertainty the only certainty. A hundred years ago ‘to be modern’ meant to chase ‘the final state of perfection’—now it means an infinity of improvement, with no ‘final state’ in sight and none desired.”26 While concepts like ‘post-modernity’ suggest a decisive break from the past, Bauman’s taxonomy allows us to account for both historical continuity and change. Most importantly, his holistic model provides a crucial global perspective. Decentering the standard trope of Eurocentrism, liquid modernity identifies key social processes that increasingly impact humanity across the planet. Throughout the contemporary world, Bauman argues, capital and labor are mobile, politics is malleable, communities are fractured, identity is fluid, and communication is highly mediated.


In intriguing ways, Bauman’s ideas are echoed and amplified by Arjun Appadurai in Modernity at Large: Cultural Dimensions of Globalization. As the book’s subtitle suggests, Appadurai puts a bright spotlight on the dynamics of culture. In his view, the “new global cultural economy has to be seen as a complex, overlapping, disjunctive order that cannot any longer be understood” through the lens of standard interpretive frameworks.27 For Appadurai, like Bauman, contemporary life is distinguished by a constant state of movement and fluidity. In an attempt to chart the flux and flow of everyday cultural dynamics, he posits a number of distinct yet symbiotic ‘scapes’: ethnoscapes, mediascapes, technoscapes, financescapes, and ideoscapes. In Appadurai’s assessment, each of these ‘scapes’ constitutes a space in which individual identity and social life are first imagined and then inhabited. In his words:


The suffix –scape allows us to point to the fluid, irregular shapes of these landscapes, shapes that characterize international capital as deeply as they do international clothing styles. These terms . . . also indicate that these are not objectively given relations that look the same from every angle of vision but, rather, that they are deeply perspectival constructs, inflected by the historical, linguistic, and political situatedness of different sorts of actors: nation-states, multinationals, diasporic communities, as well as subnational groupings and movements (whether religious, political, or economic), and even intimate face-to-face groups, such as villages, neighborhoods, and families. Indeed, the individual actor is the last locus of this perspectival set of landscapes, for these landscapes are eventually navigated by agents who both experience and constitute larger formations, in part from their own sense of what these landscapes offer.28


Appadurai’s neologisms help us to chart the “perspectival constructs” of real human beings in specific cultural geographies, both large (global) and small (local). In my view, his notion of mediascape offers a particularly useful window for exploring virtual religious worlds on the World Wide Web. Why? Because it captures the potential of digital media as a powerful tool for self-imagining and self-formation. The sensual nature of cyberspace, its visceral displays of both images and sounds, allows for creative storytelling. And, in the end, it is through narratives that identity and subjectivity are most readily formulated, expressed, and experienced. Whatever its focus and wherever its location, questions of identity are invariably contextual: enmeshed in complex, interdependent webs of signification rooted in specific social, historical, and cultural contexts. In short, who we are depends to a great extent on the where and when of our location. Identity is neither a priori nor inherited. Instead, it is imagined, constructed, and then articulated in narratives: dynamic assemblages of stories about the self and its relation to others. Whether grounded in language, race, gender, sexuality, ethnicity, or religion—or a combination of them all—identity is invariably fluid and contingent. It is “relational and incomplete,” always in process and under construction.29


Individuals and communities are free to stake their own claims to identity. Yet these narratives have immediate social consequences once they are communicated in public discursive spaces to a listening audience. “Narrative is not for all to hear, for all to participate in to an equal degree,” notes Sudipta Kaviraj. “It has a self in which it originates, a self which tells the story. But that self obviously is not soliloquizing or telling a story to itself. It implies an audience, a larger self towards which it is directed, and we can extend the idea to say that the transaction of a narrative creates a kind of narrative contract.”30 The expression and embodiment of identity therefore constitutes a public, often political act. Individuals and communities draw boundaries, articulate who they are (and are not), and imagine who they might become through their stories. As Appadurai illustrates:


Mediascapes, whether produced by private or state interests, tend to be image-centered, narrative-based accounts of strips of reality, and what they offer to those who experience and transform them is a series of elements (such as characters, plots and textual forms) out of which scripts can be formed of imagined lives, their own as well as those of others living in other places. These scripts can and do get disaggregated into complex sets of metaphors by which people live as they help to constitute narratives of the Other and protonarratives of possible lives, fantasies that could become prologue to the desire for acquisition and movement.31


Following Appadurai’s lead, I envision the alternative narratives and networks enabled by digital technologies as virtual Cyberscapes. As a distinct genus of mediascape, Cyberscapes display a unique capacity for accessibility, immediacy, adaptability, and creativity. Fast and fluid, the malleability of the medium allows for the flexibility of its message.


Cyberscapes serve as powerful vehicles for the expression and experience of religious identity and community. This is demonstrably true for today’s American Muslims.32 In the Cyber Age, the exponential growth of digital media interfaces has opened up new pathways for Muslim community building, social networking, political participation, self-expression, storytelling, and meaning-making. Shaped by disparate blends of multiple identities—culture, ethnicity, class, gender, sectarianism, and political ideology—American Muslim Cyberscapes mirror the contemporary global umma in all its dazzling diversity, complexity and, at times, contradictions.


In the past several decades, the rapid expansion of electronic multimedia has empowered a new generation of Muslims to find their voices, to stand up, and speak out. At the same time, these new technologies have amplified and intensified intra-Muslim debates over the parameters of ‘real Islam.’ What is Islam? How are ‘orthodoxy’ and ‘orthopraxy’ defined? What is sacred, inviolable, and inimitable, and what can be modified or jettisoned in response to changing times and circumstances? Who exactly has the authority to speak for and interpret Islamic tradition? In the post-9/11 United States, such pressing questions persist amid an increasing cacophony of voices—and with rising social and political ramifications. As Nabil Echchaibi argues:


This process has taken an unprecedented popular dimension in the last decade as new Muslim actors and protagonists of this dialectic of Islam and modernity have emerged on television and on the Internet, creating an interventionist public sphere where a new social imaginary of a religiously informed modernity is not only talked about but also performed. This social imaginary borrows from the toolbox of modernity and reconciles any tensions with a Muslim understanding of what constitutes a modern emancipated self.33


In order to keep pace with this volatile terrain, I argue that scholars need new tools to account for the heterodox, polycentric expressions of mediated Muslim subjectivities in the twenty-first-century United States.


Drawing on a bricolage of beliefs and practices, spiritual heroes, and (re)readings of sacred history, the American Sufi communities I examine in this book each display their own distinct versions of a hybrid religious identity that is simultaneously modern, Muslim, and mystic. They do so within localized religious environments where other Muslims, drawing on the same sources, imagine and enact markedly different models of Islamic normativity, subjectivity, and authenticity. It is important to recognize that this kind of heterogeneity is nothing new. From its origins, Islam has never been static, uniform, or monolithic. Throughout history, Islam has flowed through diverse social landscapes like water, adapting to the contours of local geographies and taking on the colors of local cultures. The transplantation of Sufi piety and practices into American society and across the virtual realm of cyberspace, therefore, repeats a well-established pattern of continuous accommodation, adaptation, and transformation.


BOOK OVERVIEW AND STRUCTURE


This book maps Sufi Cyberscapes in the United States in the early decades of the twenty-first century. My analysis interprets Sufi digital media as unique media formations: carefully crafted and authorized documents that reveal a great deal about the values and priorities, the networks and narratives, of discrete American Sufi groups. Since there is no single, universal, ‘one size fits all’ system of institutional authority in Sufism—no Church, no Pope, no formal ecclesiastical hierarchy—each Sufi order ultimately makes its own decisions about if, when, and how to engage digital media. In practice, the style and content of Sufi web pages and social media are typically shaped by each tariqa’s living Sufi master, often in consultation with senior disciples and tech-savvy (often younger) webmasters. As a result, every Sufi community’s digital profile is different and distinct. Though influenced by past precedents and the gravitational pull of tradition, I argue that Sufi Cyberscapes demonstrate a remarkable capacity to facilitate new social connections and communal identities, alternative styles of affective and aesthetic experience, and diverse modalities of religious imagination, subjectivity, and expression.


For contemporary American Sufi communities, the words, sounds, and images communicated via digital media constitute descriptive accounts of the past and present, as well as aspirational visions of a desired future. A critical reading of these multidimensional sites therefore sheds light on how American Sufis see themselves. And because Sufi Cyberscapes are designed for public consumption, digital media also tell us a lot about how Sufi communities seek to re-present their own history, beliefs, and practices to external audiences—Muslim and non-Muslim, domestic and global. While cyberspace offers a creative space for self-imagining, there is a symbiotic relationship between online narratives and offline practices. After all, digital media never operate in a vacuum; instead, they both shape and are shaped by the contingencies of everyday life. By reading against the grain (and by noting what is left unsaid), we can trace how American Sufis modulate their message to attract new disciples and potential allies, counter their critics, and adapt to changing social circumstances.


In thinking about Cyber Sufis, web pages and social media serve as my primary sources. Deviating from the standard definitions and methods in the field, I approach these digital documents as a distinct genre of religious text and a unique formation of sacred space. The challenge is to learn to read, interpret, and move through these sites. Why? Because these are strange kinds of texts and spaces: interactive, hyperlinked, and multisensorial. Moreover, they are projected into an anomalous sphere: a virtual world that is itself ethereal, non-material, and non-terrestrial, neither here nor there. Sufi Cyberscapes are also, by design, fluid and ephemeral. As living documents, websites and social media constantly expand, contract, and transform, leaving no trace behind. Even in the time it took to write this book, many of the sites I describe have morphed significantly. They are sure to shape-shift again and again, in a perpetual state of flux and flow. Given the intrinsic dynamism of digital religion, this study is perhaps best understood as a screenshot of digital Sufism in the United States at a particular moment in its continuous, unfolding evolution. All the digital resources that I reference and describe throughout the book were accurate and up to date as of March 2019.


This portrait of American Cyber Sufism emerges from my own online investigations. Given the distinctive spatial, temporal, and sensorial dimensions of the Internet, in many ways my methodology has more in common with ethnographic fieldwork than textual exegesis. After all, websites and social media are not static, linear, one-dimensional documents that can be read cover to cover. Instead, digital media are multidimensional and interactive mosaics of words, images, and sounds that are manipulated by maneuvering through multiple hyperlinked pages. Internet searches—and therefore Web-based research projects—are often random, extemporaneous, and even serendipitous. Because there is no convenient travel guide or ready-made road map for navigating cyberspace, the experience is also highly subjective. As Garbi Schmidt concludes in her own study of Internet Sufism, “Studies in cyberspace are always, one way or another, the results of ‘jumping’ investigations of certain bits of text, made within a certain timeframe and with a certain amount of available objects . . . In many ways searches in cyberspace are comparable to the process of anthropological fieldwork.”34 The unique nature of the medium necessarily shapes the academic study of digital texts and Cyberscapes. It also creates a vexing conundrum for scholars and students of digital religion: how to freeze the flowing river of digital media long enough to allow for observation and analysis, knowing full well that any interpretation will necessarily be contingent and short-lived?


The book’s seven chapters contextualize Cyber Sufism in the United States through a number of lenses and from a variety of perspectives. The layout is as follows:


Chapter 1, “Mapping Digital Religion and Cyber Islam,” provides an overview of prominent thinkers, theories, and methods within this rapidly expanding, interdisciplinary scholarly field.


Chapter 2, “(Mis)Interpreting Sufism,” examines how the Sufi tradition has been understood—and misunderstood—by both outsiders (Orientalist scholars, Islamist ideologues, government agencies, Western media pundits) and insiders (Sufi masters and their disciples).


Chapter 3, “Sufism in the American Religious Landscape,” locates living Sufism as a vital dimension of American Islam amid the pluralistic religious topography of the contemporary United States.


The next three chapters offer an extended case study of the oldest and one of the largest Sufi communities in the West: the Inayati Order. Founded by Hazrat Inayat Khan (1882–1927), this hybrid Sufi organization has undertaken a major institutional overhaul under the leadership of his grandson Pir Zia Inayat Khan (b. 1971). In my assessment, few American Sufi groups have pushed the boundaries of digital life with greater coordination, integration, sophistication, and bold ambition than today’s Inayati Order. Through a deep-dive, thematic analysis of the multidimensional web pages and social media platforms of this dynamic tariqa, therefore, I aim to delineate many of the salient ideas, tropes, and trajectories that now shape American Sufism amid the tectonic cultural shifts of the Digital Age. In doing so, I attempt to construct a model and methodology for the study of Cyber Sufism around the world.


Chapter 4, “Narrating Identity in Cyberspace: Inayati Tradition and Community,” explores how Inayati digital media communicate a story of both continuity and change, preserving the heritage of the past even as the order embarks on a comprehensive project of institutional transformation.


Chapter 5, “Virtual Practice: Inayati Rituals and Teaching Networks,” charts how Sufi piety is learned, expressed, and experienced within today’s Inayati community, both online and offline.


Chapter 6, “Bridging the Digital and Analog Worlds: Inayati Social Engagement,” traces the symbiotic relationship between the Inayati Order’s digital media outlets and its public outreach programs to diverse audiences in the United States and around the world.


In chapter 7, “Contextualizing American Cyber Sufism,” I return to a wide-angle, meta-analysis. With brief vignettes of seven other prominent Sufi communities as a springboard, I search for shared patterns and resonant themes in the broader landscape of contemporary American Sufi digital media. Coming full circle, the chapter concludes with a speculative prediction for the possible futures of American Cyber Sufism amid the coming transformations of Web 3.0.


Since my analysis of Sufi digital spaces is largely descriptive, readers are encouraged to follow along online. Shifting between text and computer screen, they can move through the myriad links of these multilayered sites as I do—and then, more importantly, use these virtual footholds to launch their own investigations of this vast and largely unmapped terrain.


With its singular focus on Cyber Sufism in the United States, this book is the first scholarly intervention of its kind. As more and more Muslims plug into the virtual universe, and as the academic field continues to expand to keep pace, other studies will surely follow. There is certainly ample room for growth and abundant fare for future research. While this study breaks new ground, however, it is important to clarify from the outset what this book is not.


This book is not a comprehensive account of Cyber Sufis in the United States—to say nothing of the vast ocean of global Sufism and its myriad manifestations in diverse cultural settings (via multiple Islamicate languages) over time and across the globe. In researching this book, I compiled a vast amount of data on numerous American Sufi groups. I then had to make a choice: whether to pursue an encyclopedic survey of digital Sufism, or instead to explore a few paradigmatic examples in greater detail. I opted for depth over breadth. To that end, my analysis examines the English-language digital multimedia of a small (but representative) sample of Sufi Cyberscapes in order to create a snapshot of the complex digital expressions of twenty-first-century American Sufism.


In similar fashion, the three thematic case-study chapters on the Inayati Order are neither comprehensive nor exhaustive. My analysis does not include a longitudinal, diachronic survey of the Inayati community’s complex institutional history, from its origin to its myriad offshoots over time and across the globe. Nor does it provide a detailed account of the voluminous writings and complex life histories of Inayat Khan and his spiritual successors. Instead, I intentionally narrow the analytical frame, focusing on the public profile of the North American branch of the Inayati Order as evidenced through its evolving digital multimedia productions.


Finally, this book is not a traditional ethnography. A full account of the impact and import of Sufism in cyberspace would require a different kind of research altogether, with extensive fieldwork interviews with the producers and consumers of these virtual spaces. In the present study, however, I follow a different path, approaching Sufi websites and social media as ends in themselves. As an ethnographer myself, I am fully aware that in doing so much of the ‘real stuff’ of living Sufism is marginalized or omitted entirely. The visceral, affective, and embodied experience of Sufi ritual practices. The subtle gestures, nuanced body language, and intimate conversations shared between a Sufi teacher and her/his followers. The daily, mundane interactions, discussions, and even disputes among Sufi disciples. The complex interplay between a Sufi devotee’s spiritual life and the incessant, inescapable demands, intrusions, and doubts of everyday life (work, family, school, personal relationships, politics). All these things are muted, silenced, or erased in my narrow focus on Sufi digital media—virtual texts which are carefully designed and constructed to put on a good face, to communicate a crafted message, and to ‘clean up’ any private messiness, ambiguity, or anxiety for an external, observing, public audience. A detailed, granular ethnographic study of American Sufism in practice and ‘on the ground’ is research that I have tabled for a future project.


With those disclaimers in mind, the question remains: what then is this book?


To put it succinctly: this study is an experimental, introductory exploration of digital religion, digital Islam, and American Sufi Cyberscapes in practice. Drawing on a wide range of interdisciplinary scholarship, the book documents how select American Sufi communities attempt to harness the power of the Internet. Using specific examples to delineate larger trends, I argue that the World Wide Web now constitutes a new virtual imaginarium and digital sensorium: a parallel ecosystem where Muslim identity, community, and piety are increasingly envisioned, articulated, and enacted.35


The stories I tell contextualize American Sufism within the scholarship on digital religion and American Islam. My descriptions and interpretations of American Sufi Cyberscapes are shaped by a number of overarching, core questions that probe both the internal dynamics of these individual Sufi orders and the broader religio-cultural milieus in which they operate. Among many lines of inquiry, three key meta-questions guide my approach and inform my analysis:




	How do contemporary American Sufi communities from different social, ethnic, and cultural backgrounds harness the Internet to initiate conversations, debate issues, expand interpersonal networks, and explain their own distinct traditions to multiple audiences in the public sphere?


	In what ways do digital media either expand or dissemble established patterns of Sufi identity, institutionalization, authority, and spiritual pedagogy? To be more specific: how does cyberspace duplicate, complement, or alter the intimate relationship between a Sufi master and his/her disciples and the embodied ritual practices that are at the very heart of traditional Sufi piety?


	How does cyberspace facilitate (or impede) conversations and interpersonal encounters—within Sufi groups, between Sufis and other Muslims, and with external, non-Muslim audiences—across local, national, and global boundaries?





With these questions in mind, the following chapters engage multiple dimensions of the book’s central thesis: that in the twenty-first century, Sufi Cyberscapes now serve as critical sites and alternative spaces for American Muslim narratives and networking, identity-making and community building, experience and expression.





1






Mapping Digital Religion and Cyber Islam


For American college students born at the dawn of the twenty-first century, life without digital media is utterly incomprehensible. Laptops, tablets, and cellphones, paired with seamless wireless networks and cloud-based computing, keep them plugged in and constantly connected, with round-the-clock access to an ocean of information and ever-expanding social networks always just a click away. In the classroom, asking my students to contemplate daily life without their digital devices provokes predictable reactions: from blank stares to lamentations of disbelief, mixed with sadness and horror, for their primitive ancestors doomed to such a cruel fate. For the youth of Generation Z it is quite simply an unimaginable past, as distant and disconnected from their daily experience as the Dark Ages. Their attitudes are a sign of the times. The digital world is now so integrated into every dimension of modern life that it is easy to forget the World Wide Web was invented in 1990 and that the iPhone, Android, and Kindle did not exist before 2007. Today, the everyday ubiquity of the Internet erases the perception of its newness and novelty. As Hogan and Wellman argue:


The ethereal internet light that previously dazzled has now dimmed to a soft glow permeating everyday concerns. We have moved from a world of internet wizards to a world of ordinary people routinely using the internet. The internet has become an important part of people’s lives, but not a special part. It has become the utility of the masses rather than the plaything of computer scientists. It has become the infrastructure for a variety of computer-supported communications media, and not just the specialized conveyor of e-mail, Facebook, or any specific digital medium.1


Amid the torrential pace of technological change, digital media have been thoroughly domesticated as the ‘new normal’ of our wired lives.


From the printing press to cyberspace, the invention and dissemination of mass media technologies have continuously altered the ways in which human identity and social relations are experienced and expressed. Numerous scholars have explored the role of mass media in the formation of networks of community. In his groundbreaking work, Imagined Communities, Benedict Anderson documented the convergence of print technology and capitalism in the rise of the modern nation-state—an “imagined political community” bound together by a common “print language.”2 Pushing Anderson’s conclusions even further, Armando Salvatore argues that the pervasive shift in media intervention marks “a deeper change in the very conditions of production, diffusion and consumption of discourse.” He views this as a “transformation in the ‘episteme’ of an age,” nothing less than a “type of change that potentially affects every discursive formation and influences the modalities themselves of defining the objects of knowledge.”3 The arrival and rapid dissemination of online digital multimedia resources has only accelerated this dynamic. Today there are more than one billion websites on the World Wide Web. In the age of liquid modernity, new electronic multimedia technologies—ever faster, cheaper, and ubiquitous—are radically reconfiguring the rules of economic consumption, social interaction, political discourse, and religious practice.


In recent decades, scholars have scrambled to map the tectonic shifts of the Digital Age. The expanding archive of Internet studies draws on multiple academic disciplines: media studies, communications, sociology, cultural anthropology, and, more recently, religious studies. Rather than reviewing all this voluminous literature, this chapter focuses on a particular subset of this scholarship: recent research on the impact of digital technologies on contemporary religious life. As background for our exploration of American Cyber Sufism, the following pages briefly spotlight some of the key thinkers, prominent models, and resonant themes in the academic study of digital religion and digital Islam.


KEY THEMES IN THE STUDY OF DIGITAL RELIGION


As the Internet continues to spread its tentacles wider and deeper, the impact of digital media has increasingly occupied scholars of religion. The field remains ‘under construction,’ however. At present, there is no unanimity among scholars on terminology, methodology, or theoretical approach. In the face of overwhelming evidence, what everyone seems to agree on is that the digital revolution is here to stay and that its influence on religious life is trending upward at an accelerating pace. “The important questions centering around the impact of new, personalized and interactive technology on an individual’s religious experience and expression are still being formulated, much less answered,” David Damrel argues. “Nor is that a phenomenon limited to a particular faith community: the proliferation of web-based resources, organizations and individual opinion sites is challenging our conception of how to interpret religions, spirituality and their social configurations.”4 Scholars of comparative religion are interested in how media digitalization impacts religious identity, community boundaries, and piety and practice—as well as the contours, definitions, and expressions of religious tradition, authority, and authenticity. Drawing on multiple interpretive frameworks, case studies that focus on diverse religious communities in the United States offer different perspectives on how religion is “being expressed, understood, and performed through digital media.”5
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